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Abstract 
Fat talk, the act of making disparaging comments about one’s own appearance, has been 
associated with an extensive range of negative body image outcomes. Despite this well-
established body of literature highlighting the prevalence and consequences, scant research 
exists on the impact of different responses to fat talk in situ. The current online experiment 
aimed to explore four different responses to fat talk and their impact on body satisfaction, 
shame, and feelings of support. Female participants (N = 191, Mage = 23.52, SDage = 4.54, 
rangeage = 18-40) recalled or imagined an experience of engaging in fat talk before being 
randomly assigned to receive a set response (where their fat talk was either challenged, 
ignored, reassured, or reciprocated). Largely in line with hypotheses, the Ignore condition led 
to the lowest level of body satisfaction and perceived support, and the highest level of shame. 
The Challenge condition resulted in positive outcomes for both perceived support and 
feelings of shame. The findings demonstrate that ignoring fat talk is associated with negative 
outcomes, providing evidence to inform practical guidelines aimed at tackling the social 
phenomenon. 
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1. Introduction 
Fat talk, the act of making a negative comment about one’s own appearance, has 
demonstrated consistent negative associations with body image outcomes, such as body 
dissatisfaction, perceived pressure to be thin, thin-ideal internalisation, appearance-based 
comparisons, body checking, body surveillance, and body shame (Mills & Fuller-
Tyszkiewicz, 2016). Engaging in fat talk is a highly frequent practice among young women, 
with 93% of a college-aged sample reporting doing so with their friends (Salk & Engeln-
Maddox, 2011). As such, fat talk is an example of peer-based influence on the development 
and maintenance of body image disturbance, according to the tripartite influence model 
(Thompson, Heinberg, Altabe, & Tantleff-Dunn, 1999). 
Whilst the majority of research in this area has focused on the negative relationship 
between fat talk and body image, very little attention has been given to how best to respond 
to the social phenomenon when in context. Nevertheless, current Australian guidelines 
recommend changing the subject when fat talk comments are made (The Butterfly 
Foundation, n.d.), and some interventions recommend a similar approach, such as the recent 
self-compassion-based BodiMojo program, which instructs adolescent participants to simply 
“Drop the fat chat!” (Rodgers et al., 2018). Whilst these approaches effectively advocate 
ignoring fat talk, there is no published empirical evidence to support this position. Indeed, the 
two studies to date that have explored the effect of responses to fat talk have both focused on 
challenging the fat talk instead. Salk and Engeln-Maddox’s (2012) study examined 
challenging fat talk from the perspective of hearing fat talk among peers directly. Participants 
heard either two confederates engage in fat talk, neither confederate engage in fat talk, or one 
confederate engage in fat talk whilst the other challenged the fat talk (“Oh come on. You’re 
definitely not fat. I know we all say things like that but I don’t understand why. I just wish we 
focused on other things.”). Participants allocated to the challenge condition were less likely to 
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engage in fat talk themselves, indicating that hearing someone’s fat talk being challenged 
offers some protection against the contagious nature of the social phenomenon. 
A more recent study assessed the impact of imagining being a part of a reciprocal fat 
talk conversation versus a challenging fat talk conversation on women’s own fat talk 
frequency and affect (Ambwani, Baumgardner, Guo, Simms, & Abromowitz, 2017). The 
challenging fat talk vignette resulted in more positive outcomes, with participants who were 
randomly allocated to that condition reporting lower negative affect and fat talk engagement, 
as compared to those who viewed the vignette in which fat talk was reciprocated. These two 
studies are the only known studies to date that explore the effectiveness of a certain response 
to fat talk and, together, provide an initial suggestion as to which type of response might elicit 
positive effects in terms of decreasing future fat talk likelihood and negative affect. 
Based on the above research and current published national guidelines, the present 
study aimed to evaluate the impact of a challenge and an ignore response to fat talk. Two 
additional responses were also examined based off previous literature; that of reassurance 
and reciprocation. Seeking reassurance from others that one’s appearance-related concerns 
are unwarranted is cited in the seminal fat talk literature as one of the reasons women engage 
in fat talk (Nichter & Vuckovic, 1994). If an individual receives that reassurance, this may 
alleviate some of their dissatisfaction with their body. Indeed, denying the person’s fat talk 
(i.e., providing reassurance that they do not need to be concerned about said body part/aspect 
of appearance) was identified as the most frequently provided response to fat talk among 
young women (Salk & Engeln-Maddox, 2011). Empathising and returning the fat talk (i.e., 
reciprocating and making a negative comment about one’s own appearance) has been 
identified as the expected response to fat talk in one study (Britton, Martz, Bazzini, Curtin, & 
LeaShomb, 2006), and the second most commonly provided response in another (Salk & 
Engeln-Maddox, 2011). Nichter and Vuckovic (1994) highlight that fat talk can signify 
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vulnerability with friends, encouraging social support and bonding through reciprocation, 
which can increase global self-esteem, and, possibly, body satisfaction specifically. 
Given the nature of these four responses (Challenge, Reassure, Reciprocate, and 
Ignore), the current study aimed to consider the impact beyond body satisfaction to include 
the wider social and emotional consequences of fat talk responses. Previous research on 
receiving different responses in social interactions has focused on being ignored and 
consistently found that being ignored is associated with negative affective consequences, 
such as feeling ashamed, frustrated, and anxious (Geller, Goodstein, Silver, & Sternberg, 
1974; Park, 2017). The social and emotional consequences of fat talk responses were 
operationalised in the current study as study-specific measures of state perceived support and 
shame. Participants completed a mock mood induction task aimed at assisting participants to 
recall or imagine, in detail, a personal instance of fat talk. Pre- and post-measures of body 
satisfaction, support, and shame were taken. It was hypothesised that the Challenge, 
Reassure, and Reciprocate responses would lead to higher post-body satisfaction, whilst the 
Ignore response would lead to lower post-body satisfaction, as compared to pre-manipulation 
measures. It was also hypothesised that the Ignore response would elicit the lowest level of 
support and the highest levels of shame, as compared to the other three responses. 
2. Method 
2.1. Participants  
 A convenience sample of 191 young adult women ranging in age from 18 to 40, with 
a mean age of 23.52 (SD = 4.53), volunteered to participate. The body mass index (BMI) of 
the participants, ranged from 15.61 to 51.42, with an average of 24.65 (SD = 5.45). The 
majority of the sample identified their ethnicity as Australasian (74.87%), current level of 
study as undergraduate, i.e., bachelor’s degree (39.8%), relationship status as single (44%), 
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living situation as living with parents/family (50.3%), and employment status as student 
(31.4%). 
2.2. Materials and Procedure 
 2.2.1. Pre-manipulation measures.  
 2.2.1.1. Demographics. Participants completed the demographics survey capturing 
gender, age, height (cm), weight (kg), ethnicity, education, relationship status, living 
situation, and employment status. 
2.2.1.2. Body satisfaction. A study-specific item was used to capture how satisfied 
participants currently felt with their appearance (“To what extent do you feel satisfied about 
your appearance right now?”). Their level of body satisfaction was rated on a 5-point Likert-
type scale, ranging from 1 (Completely dissatisfied) to 5 (Completely satisfied). Numerous 
past studies have used a single item measure to capture body satisfaction (e.g., Drutschinin, 
Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, De Paoli, Lewis, & Krug, 2017; Durkin, Paxton, & Sorbello, 2007; 
Fitzsimmons-Craft et al., 2016; Mills & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2018; Pomerleau & Saules, 
2007; Rogers, Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, Lewis, Krug, & Richardson, 2017), a method that has 
shown both sensitivity to change in levels of body satisfaction over time and construct 
validity (Fitzsimmons-Craft et al., 2016; Rogers et al., 2017). 
2.2.1.3. Support. A study-specific item measure was used to assess participant’s current 
level of support (“To what extent do you feel support right now?), with responses given on a 
5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Not supported at all) to 5 (Very well supported). 
2.2.1.4. Shame. A study-specific item assessed the level of shame currently felt by 
participants (“To what extent do you feel ashamed right now?”), ranging from 1 (Not 
ashamed at all) to 5 (Extremely ashamed). 
2.2.1.5. Fat talk. The Negative Body Talk Scale (NBTS; Engeln-Maddox, Salk, & 
Miller, 2012) captures how often participants engage in negative commentary about their 
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own or other’s appearances. The 13-item NBTS contains two subscales: body concerns (e.g., 
“I need to go on a diet”) and body comparisons (e.g., “I wish my body looked like hers”), 
containing seven and six items, respectively. All items are rated on a 7-point Likert-type 
scale, ranging from 1 (Never) to 7 (Always), with total scores computed by tallying 
participant responses to all items. In the original development of the scale, the NBTS showed 
strong inter-rater reliability (κ ≥ .93), test-retest reliability (r = .74), and strong convergent 
validity, demonstrated by the moderate to strong positive correlations with body shame (r = 
.75), body surveillance (r = .81), body dissatisfaction (r = .88), and thin-ideal internalisation 
(r = .95) (Engeln-Maddox, Salk, & Miller, 2012). In the current study, the scale yielded high 
internal reliability, α = .95. 
2.2.1.6. Body esteem. The Body Esteem Scale (BES) by Franzoi and Shields (1984) is a 
35-item scale used when assessing levels of body dissatisfaction with certain aspects of 
appearance, such as “body scent” or “legs.” Responses are rated on a 5-point Likert-type 
scale, ranging from 1 (Strong negative feelings) to 5 (Strong positive feelings). Participant 
total scores were computed by tallying participant responses to all items. The total scale 
scores demonstrates good internal consistency (αs = .78-.87), convergent validity, and 
discriminant validity with female weight concern, physical condition, and sexual 
attractiveness subscales (Franzoi & Herzog, 1986). In the current study, there was an error 
inputting the BES items, and two items were accidentally excluded (“cheekbones” and 
“eyes”). Nevertheless, scores on the scale yielded high internal reliability (α = .90) with 33 
items and was considered appropriate to use. 
2.2.2. Post-manipulation measures.  
2.2.2.1. Body satisfaction. Satisfaction with one’s appearance was captured post-
manipulation by asking participants, “To what extent would you feel satisfied about your 
appearance?” 
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2.2.2.2. Support. Post-manipulation feelings of support were assessed by asking “To 
what extent would you feel supported?” 
2.2.2.3. Shame. A single item (“To what extent would you feel ashamed?”) captured 
post-manipulation feelings of shame.  
2.2.2.4. Preferred fat talk response. Participants were asked what would have been 
their preferred fat talk response, with the response options being “Have the fat talk 
challenged,” “Have the fat talk ignored,” “Have the fat talk reciprocated,” “Be reassured 
about the concern/s with my appearance I raised in my fat talk comment,” and “Other (please 
specify).” 
2.2.2.5. Mood repair task. Participants were given a mood repair task, to mitigate any 
distress that may have been caused by the study. According to Otway (2013), these tasks can 
alleviate any psychological distress enabling the participants to end the study on a positive 
note. This mood repair task involved participants identifying and listing five positive things 
about their life. 
2.3. Procedure 
The study was approved by the Cairnmillar Institute’s Human Research Ethics 
Committee (HREC). Participants were recruited by convenience and snowball sampling 
through advertising on social media platforms, such as Facebook, as well as hard copies 
displayed around campus from July to November 2018. In the plain language information 
statement, participants were told that the study was about women’s personal experiences of 
fat talk and how it made them feel. After reading the plain language information statement 
and providing informed consent, participants completed the demographics, pre-manipulation 
measures of state body satisfaction, support, and shame, as well as trait levels of body esteem 
and fat talk. 
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On the next survey page, participants were provided with a definition of fat talk and 
some examples (“Fat talk refers to verbal comments an individual makes that disparage their 
own physical appearance. Some examples include ‘I am so fat,’ ‘I wish I had your body,’ or 
‘I need to start a diet as soon as possible!’”), before being instructed to recall (or imagine) a 
situation where they had personally engaged in fat talk. To aid their memory, participants 
were asked to write about the situation in an open text box on the following page. Participants 
were asked to describe the situation in detail and consider where they were, who they were 
with, if there was something that prompted them to make the fat talk comment, what fat talk 
comment they made, and how they were feeling. To encourage participants to give the task 
serious consideration without spending too much time on it, a time restriction of three 
minutes was added to this response, with a timer visible at the bottom of the screen.  
By clicking through to the next survey page, participants were randomly assigned to 
one of the four fat talk response conditions (Challenge, Ignore, Reassure, or Reciprocate) and 
were told to imagine their friend had responded to their fat talk comment/s in this way, even 
if it was unlikely that their friend would do so. In each condition, they were presented with a 
brief description of the response they have received to their fat talk. The comments received 
in each condition were as follows: (a) Challenge condition, “‘Come on, don’t be silly! I know 
everyone says things like that, but I wish they wouldn’t. The media and society want you to 
believe that your appearance is the most important thing about you, but it isn’t – the kind of 
person you are is much more important.’”; (b) Ignore condition, “Your friend responds by 
saying nothing at all. She completely ignores your fat talk comment and starts a different 
conversation about what she plans on doing on the weekend.”; (c) Reassure condition, “Your 
friend responds by saying ‘You are definitely not fat, you look great just the way you are!’”; 
and (d) Reciprocate condition, “Your friend says ‘If you think you’re fat, I must be 
humongous. I can’t believe you are saying that about your thighs, I would love to have your 
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legs instead of my wobbly ones!’” The comments made in each condition were generated by 
the first author and agreed upon by the other authors, with common examples of fat talk 
exchanges from previous research forming the basis (e.g., Nichter, 2000; Nichter & 
Vuckovic, 1994; Ousley, Cordero, & White, 2008; Salk & Engeln-Maddox, 2012). 
After reading the response, participants were instructed to think back to the scenario 
they had previously written about and focus on the reply they were told they had received in 
response to their fat talk comment. Participants then completed measures of current body 
satisfaction, support, and shame. As a manipulation check, they were asked to identify what 
type of response they received, whether it was their preferred response to their fat talk 
comment, and, if not, what would have been their preferred fat talk response. At the end of 
the study, participants were given a mood repair task, and were also offered an opportunity to 
provide feedback. Participants were debriefed and provided with the contact details for 
relevant support services if needed. The study took approximately 25-30 minutes to complete. 
Participants did not receive compensation. 
2.4. Data Analytic Strategy 
The written responses from a total of 228 participants were screened to check 
compliance with the task. Approximately 16.23% of the sample (37 participants) either wrote 
about irrelevant content or stated that they had never engaged in fat talk. These cases were 
excluded from the final sample, and analyses were run using the screened sample of 191.  
Descriptive statistics were performed on all pre- and post-outcome measures. To 
assess if there were significant group differences on body satisfaction, support, and shame, 
one-way ANCOVAs were run, with pre-body satisfaction, pre-support, and pre-shame 
included as a covariate, respectively. Significant group differences on post-outcome measures 
were followed up with using post-hoc Bonferroni corrected t-tests. There was a maximum of 
2.6% of data missing in any one variable, and this was dealt with using expectation 
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maximisation (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The assumptions of ANCOVA were met, 
including independence of condition and pre-outcome measures (see below), homogeneity of 
regression and variance. We used an alpha level of .05 for all statistical tests and all statistical 
analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics (version 25). 
3. Results 
3.1. Characteristics of the Sample 
The four conditions were compared to assess any differences between them in key 
demographic, pre-, and trait measures (see Table 1). No significant differences between the 
groups was found for age, F(3, 187) = 0.47, p = .70, ηp2 = .01, or BMI, F(3, 187) = 0.44, p = 
.72, ηp2 = .01. There were also no significant differences between the four groups on pre-
measures of body satisfaction, F(3, 187) = 1.50, p = .22, ηp2 = .02, support, F(3, 187) = 0.64, p 
= .59, ηp2 = .01, or shame, F(3, 187) = 0.05, p = .98, ηp2 = .00. No significant differences in the 
trait measures of body esteem, F(3, 187) = 0.61, p = .61, ηp2 = .01, or fat talk, F(3, 187) = 
0.46, p = .71, ηp2 = .01, were found either. As such, the random assignment was considered 
successful. 
3.2. Effect of Fat Talk Response Condition on Body Satisfaction, Support, and Shame 
The adjusted means are shown in Table 2 and Figure 1 for post-body satisfaction, 
support, and shame after controlling for pre-manipulation scores. The ANCOVA for body 
satisfaction indicated that, after accounting for initial body satisfaction levels, there was a 
statistically significant effect of fat talk response on body satisfaction levels following 
manipulation, F(3, 186) = 4.87, p = .003, ηp2 = .07. Post-hoc tests revealed that the 
participants in the Ignore condition reported lower post-body satisfaction than those in the 
Reciprocate condition, even after controlling for pre-body satisfaction levels (p = .001). The 
remaining pairwise comparisons were not significant. 
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After controlling for pre-manipulation scores, there was a statistically significant 
effect of fat talk response on level of support felt, F(3, 186) = 20.28, p < .001, ηp2 = .25. Post 
hoc tests indicated that there was a significant difference between the Ignore condition and 
the Challenge (p < .001), Reassure (p < .001), and Reciprocate (p = .003) conditions, with the 
latter three all reporting significantly higher support levels. Participants in the Challenge and 
Reassure conditions reported significantly higher levels of support than participants in the 
Reciprocate condition (p = .026 and p = .008, respectively). 
The ANCOVA for feelings of shame found that, after accounting for initial shame 
levels, there was a statistically significant effect of fat talk response, F(3, 186) = 3.18, p = 
.025, ηp2 = .05. Pairwise comparison post hoc tests revealed that participants in the Ignore 
condition reported higher levels of shame than those in the Challenge condition (p = .014). 
All other pairwise comparisons were not significant. 
3.3. Preferred Fat Talk Response 
The most common preference for fat talk response was Reassurance (n = 72, 37.7%), 
followed by Challenge (n = 52, 27.2%). The Reciprocate and Ignore conditions only 
represented 8.4% (n = 16) and 6.8% (n = 13) of preferences, respectively. A non-trivial 
portion of the sample (n = 38, 19.9%) identified an “Other” response as being preferred. 
Analysing these open-ended responses revealed that the most frequently identified alternate 
response was the provision of practical tips, particularly around how the fat talker could 
achieve their appearance goals or resolve their appearance-based concerns (n = 8, 21.05%). 
Full frequencies of the response themes are presented in Table 3. 
4. Discussion 
The aim of the current study was to ascertain the ideal response to give to fat talk 
comments (out of Challenge, Ignore, Reassure, and Reciprocate) in terms of the level of body 
satisfaction, support, and shame felt by the person who had participated in fat talk. The 
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hypotheses were largely supported. The Reciprocate condition resulted in the highest level of 
body satisfaction, whilst the Ignore condition led to the lowest levels. Furthermore, the Ignore 
condition was associated with the lowest level of perceived support and the highest level of 
shame, making it the condition associated with the most negative outcomes across the board. 
The result that the Reciprocate response led to the highest level of body satisfaction, 
whilst the Ignore response led to the lowest level, makes sense when one considers the 
underlying nature of the two responses. Conceptually, the Reciprocate and Ignore responses 
can be considered polar opposites; one involves mirroring the behaviour back to the original 
fat talker, potentially offering some solace in demonstrating that someone else also 
experiences body dissatisfaction, whilst the other is a clear deflection of the behaviour that 
avoids addressing the dissatisfaction. What was unexpected was that the Reassure and 
Challenge responses did not appear to have a significant impact on body satisfaction levels, 
particularly considering the previous literature showing a protective aspect to challenging fat 
talk (Ambwani et al., 2017; Salk & Engeln-Maddox, 2012). However, this difference in 
findings could perhaps be due to the fact that previous studies involved participants 
overhearing someone else’s fat talk get challenged or reading a vignette between other people 
that included fat talk being challenged, whilst the current study was designed to be more 
personal. Perhaps it is helpful to hear other people’s fat talk be challenged, as this may help 
break the contagious cycle associated with fat talk but is not particularly helpful when one’s 
own fat talk is challenged, possibly because fat talk is often a distress signal and having this 
challenged, regardless of the positive intentions, might be perceived as being rebuffed. The 
finding that the Reassure condition did not seem to have a significant effect on body 
satisfaction aligns with that of past research. Although women may often cite a desire to be 
told that their fat talk is unfounded, they very rarely believe this type of comment, possibly 
viewing it as ingenuine and lacking meaning (O’Dougherty, Schmitz, Hearst, Covelli, & 
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Kurzer, 2011; Salk & Engeln-Maddox, 2011). Indeed, judging from the findings of the 
present study, it appears that actually receiving this reassurance may not help improve 
women’s satisfaction with their body. It is also possible that the Reassure condition in the 
present study was not emphatic enough, either in the content of the response, or simply the 
online delivery method. Being provided with a more expansive and personal response might 
appear more genuine and thus have better success in assuring the person engaging in fat talk. 
All conditions other than the Ignore condition can be considered positive in terms of 
the level of support they instilled in the recipient, particularly the Challenge and Reassure 
conditions. The fat talk challenge in the current study was framed with the intent of not 
blaming the person personally for fat talking, but providing a reminder that their appearance 
is not the most important aspect to them. The Reassure condition is inherently supportive and 
aimed at invoking feelings of comfort that the fat talker is perfectly acceptable as they are. 
The Reciprocate condition is essentially continuing the fat talk cycle and involves the friend 
talking about themselves - if anything, it is shifting the focus from the fat talker to their friend 
and their appearance concerns. As such, it is less likely to evoke feelings of being ‘heard’ by 
the friend than the Challenge or Reassure conditions, as shown by the current findings. The 
Ignore condition, however, does not even acknowledge that the person’s fat talk has occurred, 
let alone the face value content or the potentially direr underlying cause. The original 
research conducted on fat talk claimed that the social practice was often used as a bonding 
mechanism among females and a way to provide support to each other (Nichter & Vuckovic, 
1994). Having an expression of dissatisfaction, particularly if made in an attempt to initiate or 
confirm social ties, be disregarded could be interpreted as a social slight and lead to 
individuals feeling unsupported by their peers. Similarly, having their fat talk ignored 
resulted in participants feeling more shame than when participants’ fat talk was challenged. 
Expressing fat talk is a relatively vulnerable act, given an individual is laying bare how their 
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personal feelings about their appearance. To have this be dismissed by the person an 
individual has chosen to share these feelings with is, understandably, likely to result in 
feelings of embarrassment. This aligns with previous research on being ignored in social 
interactions, whereby individuals actively talking in an interaction were ignored by 
confederates and reported feeling anxious, nervous, and engaging in self-blame for being 
ignored (Geller et al., 1974). Contrarily, if an individual’s fat talk is met with gentle but firm 
non-acceptance, they might be reminded that they themselves are not at fault and are also not 
alone in their feelings. As such, holding friendly opposition to a woman’s fat talk may 
encourage them to take a broader, society-level view of the problem at hand and thus reduce 
individual feelings of shame. 
Of the four responses used in the current study, participants indicated that being 
reassured that their fat talk was baseless was the most commonly desired response. This 
follows with previous findings, particularly those of the original ethnographic work with 
adolescent girls where it was acknowledged that providing reassurance that the appearance 
concern expressed in fat talk was not valid was the expected and desired response (Nichter & 
Vuckovic, 1994). A particularly noteworthy finding was that almost 20% of the sample 
identified an alternative response to the four used in the current study and, of these, the most 
common other response was that of practical tips and advice around appearance-related 
concerns. There was a clear preference for some participants to receive applied help in 
achieving certain goals regarding their body size, shape, or weight. It is also worth noting that 
a portion of the sample, albeit small, indicated that their preferred response was indeed to be 
ignored. It is possible that some individuals may not want other people to pay their fat talk 
attention and further fuel these comments. 
4.1. Practical Implications 
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These results have direct implications for fat talk and body image guidelines and 
psychoeducation provided to young girls and women. The Butterfly Foundation (n.d.) 
currently proposes ignoring fat talk and changing the subject of conversation as a 
recommended response to a friend’s fat talk, yet the current findings clearly implicate 
ignoring fat talk as being consistently detrimental for women’s body image and 
socioemotional outcomes. As such, this study provides initial evidence on which to base 
changes to resources provided to target audiences. Publicly available guidelines, such as 
those by the Butterfly Foundation, are often a key source of advice sought by friends and 
family members of people who engage in fat talk, and therefore need to be altered to reflect 
the current study’s findings so that ignoring fat talk is no longer portrayed as a conducive 
response. Instead, these guidelines should explicitly direct individuals to avoid ignoring the 
conversation, as doing so seems to be associated with more harm than good. Furthermore, 
standalone psychoeducation programs or psychoeducative elements of various preventive and 
intervention efforts can be strengthened by instructing young girls and women to not ignore 
their friend’s fat talk. 
4.2. Limitations 
The mood induction task was designed to encourage participants to reflect on a 
personal experience of fat talk, to induce emotional immersion as much as possible within the 
inherent restrictions of an online experiment. However, from reading the text responses, it 
was difficult to validate participants’ fat talk experiences to ensure they had completed the 
task as intended. As noted in the Results, a small portion of participants gave written 
responses that either related less to fat talk and more to weight shaming (often as perpetrators, 
not victims) or indicated that they had never engaged in fat talk. The former suggests that 
participants misunderstood what was meant by fat talk, whilst the latter makes it unclear 
whether these participants proceeded to successfully image a fat talk scenario, both of which 
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may have diminished the task efficacy. As such, future work with this task should include a 
pre-testing component, with specific emphasis on participant feedback regarding its potential 
to successfully induce mood. Pre-testing could also include testing the validity of the single-
item measures of body satisfaction, support, and shame which were generated specifically for 
this study. More broadly, it may be worth considering alternative vignette delivery 
modalities, such as video or in person, although such approaches can have limited ecological 
validity. 
The general issue of how the recollection of previous fat-talk experiences is solicited 
is an important one. Whilst the openness of the current approach is a strength in terms of 
external validity, the range of responses provided was wide, both in terms of the situational 
context (e.g., private or public location/speaking to a group or just one friend), the 
relationship status with the listener (friend, family or partner) and their own body image as 
perceived by the participant. Whether restricting recollection of fat talk experiences to a 
specific configuration (e.g., clothes shopping with friends) would influence the reported 
effect is an interesting question of further study.  
Although we strived to ensure all response conditions were as equivocal as possible, 
there was difficulty in creating a Reciprocate response that balanced being reciprocal to 
someone’s fat talk comment and sufficiently general to apply to all contexts. As such, the 
response used involved mention of a specific body part (thighs), which may not have aligned 
with the body part/s mentioned in the participant’s fat talk comment. The relatability and 
believability of this response is a limitation of the study design and suggests that the different 
fat talk responses should have been pre-tested.  
A further limitation is that the sample was all-female and predominantly Caucasian 
and young in age. This homogenous nature of the sample, unfortunately, limits the 
generalisability of the results. Broadly, there is a need for body image and fat talk research to 
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be more representative of wider populations, with a lack of research in non-Caucasian 
samples, older samples, and male samples that should be addressed. Despite these potential 
limitations, the present study still demonstrates preliminary evidence for the effect of 
different fat talk responses on a range of key outcomes and provides a platform from which 
future research can develop. 
4.3. Future Research 
The current study demonstrates that state-level body image, negative affect, and 
feelings of social support can be influenced by the type of response received after making a 
fat talk comment. It is also worth noting that the overall effect of fat talk response on 
perceived support was large, highlighting this outcome for future research. Given the 
experimental nature of the study, however, it is necessary to acknowledge the contrived 
setting within which the findings have been demonstrated. The next step would be to explore 
women’s experiences of fat talk in an ecologically valid context to further investigate and 
substantiate the relationships from a state perspective. Specifically, determining the everyday 
frequency of the Challenge, Ignore, Reassure, and Reciprocate responses, as well as allowing 
for the possibility of any others we have not considered, and the impact of said responses in 
vivo using ecological momentary assessment would be key (e.g., Mills & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 
2018). 
Although the Ignore condition was consistently found to be associated with the most 
negative outcome, there was not one consistently obvious response that could be considered 
the most positive response to give to an individual engaging in fat talk. The Reciprocate 
condition resulted in higher body satisfaction than the Ignore condition, but encouraging 
women to engage in fat talk themselves is not wise given our understanding of the impact on 
body image one’s own fat talk can have. Although the Challenge condition did not appear to 
have a significant impact on body satisfaction levels as compared to the other conditions, it 
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was associated with significantly better perceived support and less shame. This provides 
some preliminary evidence, along with the findings from the previous literature, that 
challenging fat talk may be an appropriate response when encountering fat talk in 
conversations. It is likely though, that challenging fat talk is not the ideal response across all 
situations, and there may be different ideal responses for different contexts. For example, fat 
talk can sometimes be used as an expression of general sadness or dissatisfaction (Nichter & 
Vuckovic, 1994), and it would therefore be inappropriate to address this by discussing 
societal values regarding women’s appearances. It is therefore important to be able to 
recognise fat talk aetiology and respond in a contextually appropriate manner; a goal that 
could be achieved through in-depth qualitative research. Doing so would also afford the 
opportunity to revisit the original ethnographic research by Nichter and Vuckovic (1994), 
which may be valuable in and of itself given the considerable changes that have taken place 
in the sociocultural landscape young women are exposed to over the past two decades. 
4.4. Conclusions 
Research has typically focused on the problematic nature of fat talk itself, with very 
little exploring the consequences of the other side of the conversation. In the first study that 
directly attempts to identify the ideal response to young women’s fat talk in terms of body 
image and socioemotional consequences, the potential dangers that lie in the response given 
to an individual’s fat talk have been highlighted. The current study demonstrates that ignoring 
fat talk and changing the subject results in lower body satisfaction and perceived support, as 
well as higher feelings of shame, indicating that not paying attention to fat talk can do more 
harm than good. Based off these conclusions, we call on relevant organisations and 
psychoeducation programs to ensure their recommendations and guiding principles reflect 
this and, instead, actively encourage open acknowledgement and discussion of women’s fat 
talk. Although not one clearly advantageous response was identified across all three 
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outcomes, challenging fat talk was shown to result in increased perceived support and lower 
feelings of shame. Future research should continue to build the empirical evidence 
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Table 1 
Unadjusted Means (SDs) for Age, BMI, Pre-Body Satisfaction, Pre-Support, Pre-Shame, 
Trait Body Esteem, and Trait Fat Talk by Fat Talk Response Condition 
 
  Fat talk response 
  Challenge Ignore Reassure Reciprocate 
Demographic     
Age 22.87 (3.09) 23.41 (4.96) 23.97 (4.35) 23.57 (5.30) 
BMI 24.81 (5.83) 24.73 (4.63) 25.09 (5.85) 23.89 (5.46) 
Pre measures     
Body satisfaction 2.46 (1.21) 2.86 (1.09) 2.52 (1.01) 2.81 (1.14) 
Support 3.56 (1.17) 3.70 (1.31) 3.52 (1.08) 3.81 (1.06) 
Shame 2.72 (1.30) 2.66 (1.42) 2.73 (1.32) 2.64 (1.33) 
Trait measures     
Body esteem 93.02 (16.93) 92.01 (18.53) 91.55 (15.60) 95.73 (16.76) 
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Table 2 
Adjusted Means (SE) for Body Satisfaction, Support, and Shame by Fat Talk Response 
Condition  
    Fat talk response condition 
  Range of responses Challenge Ignore Reassure Reciprocate 
  (N = 191) (n = 39)  (n = 46)  (n = 59)  (n = 47) 
Body satisfaction 1-5 2.44 (0.15) 2.01 (0.14)d 2.29 (0.12) 2.73 (0.14)b 
Support 1-5 3.58 (0.18)d 2.04 (0.17)a,c,d 3.60 (0.15)d 2.87 (0.16)a,c 
Shame 1-5 2.71 (0.18)b 3.45 (0.16)a 3.10 (0.14) 3.08 (0.16) 
Note. Superscript letter indicates the condition for which there are significant mean 
differences: a = Challenge, b = Ignore, c = Reassure, d = Reciprocate. 
 
 
IMPACT OF FAT TALK RESPONSES          24 
 
Table 3 
Frequency of Other Preferred Responses to Fat Talk 
Preferred response category Example Frequency Percentage 
Practical tips "Be given advice on how to reach my goals in a healthy manner (e.g. "If you want to have thinner legs...") 8 21.05 
Validation "I'm not looking for others to agree or disagree with me, I am just expressing how i am feeling. Moreso I just want acknowledgement that this is the way I am feeling." 6 15.79 
Honesty and authenticity 
acknowledgement 
"I'd like it to be acknowledged. That it's a concern of mine and something that impacts 
my day-to-day life. I don't want people to pretend I'm not fat, or that I'm beautiful on 
the inside so that somehow negates the fat. Just, you know, hear me. Listen. 
Empathise. Support." 
6 15.79 
Emotional/psychological support "Fat talk challenged in a way that tackles the mental train of thought behind it, not challenging appearance" 3 7.89 
Challenge* 
"I would have the fat talk challenged, but in a more abstract way, more like your body 
is a good body because you live in it and it is yours and it lets you experience the 
world around you" 
3 7.89 
Encouragement to achieve appearance-
related goals "Encouraged to do something about it" 3 7.89 
Concern about health 
"Have my friend pay attention to my health concerns and not focus on empty 
meaningless platitudes. I'm not worried about my appearance, I am worried about my 
health and fitness." 
2 5.26 
Humour "Have a joke, appearances is a fact of life. Some people look better than others" 2 5.26 
Reassured* 
"I would prefer to be reassured about my appearance because if my friend were to tell 
me my appearance was not important, she would be lying. Fat people face significant 
material disadvantages in society." 
2 5.26 
Unclear/unsure "I'm not sure" 2 5.26 
Distraction by compliment "I would like to be told something that made me feel good about myself and took my attention away from my appearance and distracted me." 1 2.63 
Note. n = 38. *Unclear if participants noted that challenge and reassure were already options or not and whether they wanted to specify different 
wording in response. 
